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The Mercury
EMILY WHITCOMB

Pressing Play
There’s a split second where I’m unsure if this is really happening. Maybe I
imagined a car backfiring, or maybe the local kids have started throwing bigger
rocks, but when I hear the screams, I know it’s for real. Everyone starts running away, but I know I have to move in the opposite direction. I need to run
headfirst into the fight.
My heart is beating so quickly it feels like it could explode. The palpitations are so powerful I can hear the rhythm they keep deep within the canal of
my ear. Each new breath I take is being squeezed out of me. Until I learn how
to breathe normally under pressure, every breath is a battle in itself.
Sweat is running down my face in sticky beads. It pools at my eyebrows,
my upper lip, my chest, and the lowest part of my back. I’m producing so much
heat that my special ballistic eye protection fogs up, and I have to rip them off
my face just to see.
Kabul, Afghanistan fucking sucks. The sun is always radiating pure hellfire
heat. If the humidity didn’t make it hard enough to breathe, the pollutants in
the air certainly don’t help. The air is so full of contaminants that a constant
cloud of toxins always hangs, hazy, overhead. The water is polluted, running
thick and brown from the faucets. The traffic is the worst I’ve ever seen. Worst
of all, no one wants us here and, at times, neither do I.
I know I checked this morning to make sure I didn’t forget anything from
my uniform but, just in case, I run through the list in my head. I know I
have my duty uniform on because the fire-retardant clothes are camouflage
and everything else I’m wearing is placed on top of it. I shift the weight of my
I.O.T.V.--for plebeians that’s an improved outer technical vest--and I feel both
it and my soft armour pull away from my now adhesive skin. I wear four ceramic plates around my front, back, and sides, and they are hefty, but I’m grateful
for them because they are ready to stop 7.62 x 31s, rounds fired by AK-47s, the
most favoured gun by many of the world’s shitbags.
I tighten my gloved grip on my M4A1 Carbine, a rifle that I’ve had since
basic training. Below the M4A1 is my M320 that can fire 40mm fragmentation
grenades, smoke bombs, and pyrotechnics. As I run my hand down my gun, I
am reminded of the three-hundred-and-forty rounds I’m carrying. I’m carrying
one-hundred and thirty rounds more than what is required, but the extra weight
means increased safety, and I am comforted.
I squeeze the pocket on my upper thigh to make sure I’m also carrying the
tools I need to fix my weapon if it goes down. I am. In the same pocket is a
knife, a pen, and a pad of paper. The pocket on the opposite leg would contain my land navigation supplies, things like maps, compasses, protractors, and
string, but I think that’s bullshit.
For starters, most of our missions occur in the city doing COIN-op, or
counter-insurgency. Then consider that the trucks we ride around in have two
different forms of navigational devices, and we always roll out in convoys of
three trucks. That means six separate navigational devices would have to go
down in order for me to ever use my land navigation skills. As I said, bullshit
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My footsteps are light despite the weight of my combat boots, something
I’ve been practicing for close to two years now. As I step, I hear the sloshing of
water in my Camelback, the bottom of which is secured by my admin pouch.
My admin pouch is brimming with cigarettes, lighters, and chew. It also houses
my C.A.C. card and my R.S. Badge, two forms of identification that are used to
recognise me by the U.S. military and any N.A.T.O. forces.
I hear a bullet whiz past my ear, immediately followed by shouting.
“GET IN LINE!”
“RETURN FIRE!”
“BATTLE DULL ONE ALPHA CALI!”
After each line is shouted, the entire platoon repeats it in unison.
I can feel everything. A calmness washes over my body, and I am so focused
that it’s as if I’m a part of everything surrounding me because of how aware I’ve
become. As if I’m one with the battlefield. Yet, at the same time, I’m not here
at all. I feel as though I’m observing all this through someone else’s senses. My
breathing slows, my eyes widen. Someone better and more experienced, who
has been in thousands of firefights, is stepping into my shoes. A real fucking
killer.
Then I see ‘em, the enemy. I see him, but he doesn’t see me. His cover is
shit. I pull my rifle to my face and align the sight with my right eye. I press my
finger against the trigger, so charged and ready to expel a shot into this motherfucker. I line up my shot and blow him away. Easy as that. I shoot him again,
and again, and again until I’m sure he’s dead. The craziest part is, after all this
time, I’ve actually gotten used to this part of my day.
Bullets sail through the air, but they’re so small and sporadic that I can’t
even worry about them. I just progress towards cover and worry about the guy
to my right and my left, knowing that he’ll worry for me. These guys are in my
platoon. I’ve trained with them for months, lived with them for months. These
are not just my co-workers, these are my buddies, my video-game-playing,
deep-conversation-having, witnessed-some-crazy-shit-with friends.
And within moments, one of them goes down.
Sometimes, you’ve just gotta let ‘em lie because it could be a trap. The enemy will purposely wound someone, and when you go to save them, they shoot
you in the face. Then, the person who comes to save you gets shot in the face.
Then, the person who comes to save them gets shot in the face, and so on. This
is not one of those times.
Every soldier is combat-lifesaver trained; it’s a school you have to go to
before you can be deployed. Because of this, my training kicks in and takes
over. I cannot tend to the soldier until the enemy has been killed or properly
suppressed. So, I suppress the fuck out of the enemy and put as many rounds in
their direction as I can. I shoot until I know they are sorry that they shot at all.
I am the member of my team chosen to run out and get the grounded
soldier. I recall my AVPU and ABCs, checking to make sure he is alert, verbal,
receiving pain, or unconscious. Kneeling beside him and seeing that he is mumbling incoherently and his eyes are fluttering, I look for an entrance and exit
wound. Dark blood stains his right knee, and I know I must act immediately
I render him trauma naked by using my knife to cut off his pant leg. Blood
is spilling out of his former kneecap, which is now demolished. I run my hand
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over his skin to locate the bullet wound, and finding it, I pull out his I.F.A.K.,
an improved first-aid kit, and rummage for a tourniquet. I slip the tourniquet
under his thigh and tie it high and tight, about two inches above the wound. As
I knot it for the last time, I begin to stand.
I apply a buddy carry, hoisting his torso onto the backs of my broad shoulders and lacing my arm between his legs. My right arm wraps around his right
leg and grasps his right arm, pulling them together. In my left hand, I hold his
weapon. His body is heavy, but I’ve been thoroughly trained for this moment.
He smells like blood from his wound and smoke from his weapon.
“Hang in there, buddy…You got this, man…Don’t you die on me, you
fucker…”
As I enter the concealment of a ramshackle house, I am greeted by another
member of my platoon.
“Fucking hell, dude, he looks like shit,” he says, helping me lower the
wounded soldier to the floor.
Now, the wounded soldier is completely unconscious, and I go through my
AVPU and ABCs again. He isn’t breathing, and I see a newly formed puddle of
crimson by his left pectoral region.
“MEDIC!” I scream.
The other soldier is off to my left, watching. I look over at him and notice
that he has a radio.
“Get on your radio now and give him the nine lines!” I shout.
I watch as he scrambles for his radio, squeezes the receiver, and recites the
five lines necessary to obtain a Medevac. He communicates our location, call
sign, the patients by urgency, special equipment, and discloses that our patient
cannot walk. After successfully requesting and getting the Medevac helicopter
airborne, he can now recite the remaining four lines.
I hear this in the background as I’m ripping off the wounded soldier’s shirt.
I’ve gone through his I.F.A.K. to find an absorbent pad to seal the entrance
wound on his chest. I hoist him upright to locate the exit wound, which is
near his goddamn kidney. This means that the bullet travelled inside his body,
bounced around, and, more than likely, his organs are all torn up. I slap another
pad on this exit wound.
I lay him down and find that he is still not breathing. I swab the inside of
his lips and his throat for any dip that may be lodged inside. Finding none, I
locate his NPA, or his nasopharyngeal airway device, and lube it up with the
blood, still shiny, surrounding his chest wound. With the bevel in the direction
of his septum, I feed the tube through his nose. I open his mouth and push
until I see the N.P.A.’s colourful bottom poking out in the back of his throat.
When I feel a warm breath escape his mouth and notice his chest has resumed
its normal inflations and deflations, I let out a sigh of relief. But the danger is
far from over.
“Luke,” my mother’s sing-song voice carries up the stairs, “It’s time for
dinner!”
I smell the spaghetti and meatballs from my room. I can already taste the
slippery noodles covered in a deep red, chunky marinara sauce. My mouth
salivates.
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I stand up, pause Call of Duty, and head downstairs, letting my PlayStation
4 controller fall to the floor, and hope to continue my player’s mission after one,
maybe two, helpings of my favourite meal.
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